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THE ENCHANTED WOODS 

The Enchanted Woods, and Other Essays on the Genius of Places. By 
Vernon Lee. John Lane: The Bodley Head, London & New York, 1905. 

It is no surprise that the English lady known as ' 'Vernon Lee, ' ' 
self-expatriated and dwelling in Italy on Tuscan hill-side with 
the Apennines as a background, is haunted by the Genius of 
Places, and going in search, finds this anywhere that the spirit 
of man and of time and the working of Nature have concerted to 
create it. She does not care for the sea — great masses and 
stretches of water — not even for the wildest scenery and dis- 
play of Nature on an overpowering scale : there must be some 
association of man, something congenial for a haunt of the nymphs 
and muses and presiding Genius. The spot must be capable of 
habitation by these deities of the wood who may talk to their 
sympathetic searchers. These places, therefore, where one di- 
vines the Genius Loci, are often little dells — spots with sacred, 
traditional, imaginary and even possible associations. These 
deities reveal themselves only to those who have the simple heart 
and faith to see them. "Enchanted woods are rare. But I sus- 
pect that where they exist, and seem — so deep is their magic — 
to march nowhere on reality, they are most often within a stone' s- 
throw of the dear homes of every day ; nor is it needful to travel 
very far afield in order to find them." 

Naturally the author's Enchanted Woods — where maybe she 
will meet the enchanter Merlin or the knights of Ariosto or Spen- 
ser or a pagan divinity from a still more classic past — lie for the 
most part in Italy, on Italian slopes and mountain-sides and in 
copses along rivulets, sometimes in Southern France, around 
Paris and Fontainebleau, occasionally in a spot of Germany, like 
Heidelberg and the Neckar and once in a corner of Switzerland, 
and even in Granada. She feels and finds the genius of the place 
in the quiet corner of Pisa and the Campo Santo, or in Tuscan 
churches in summer. Nymphs have their hiding-place beyond 
Florence on a hill-side in the Valley of the Mugnone not far 
from the height of Fiesole, and in the vale of Clitumnus. There 
are ancient divinities in Trent and the cathedral where the great 
Council was ; in the ilex -woods of the anchorites above Spoleto 
in Umbria at the meeting place of St. Anthony and St. Paul, the 
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earliest hermits. There was the search for the Forest of the An- 
tonines — did it ever exist ? — in the heart of the Apennines ; 
there were drives and walks in the low-lying sluggish Maremma 
— in comparison how choking and artificial the Villa Borghese 
outside Rome! — visits to the Cardinal's villa at Bagnaia near 
Viterbo, to Ravenna with its forest and memorials of Theodoric, 
and on All Souls Day to the island burial-ground of Venice. 

Not for our author is the real Arcadia in Greece nor the voy- 
age of Ulysses, nor a visit to Sicily, the island home of Theocri- 
tus' idyls. Let others find their enchanted woods there — and 
even at home! For we need undertake no long voyages and trav- 
els to meet the Genius Loci. "As to enchanted woods, why, 
they lie in many peaks and girdle many cities; only you must 
know them when you see them, and submit willingly to their 
beneficent magic. ' ' The motor-car may bring new votaries near- 
er the abode of these divinities, and enlarge the wayfarer's sense 
of "the whole real shape of the earth's surface, and the complex- 
ities of its ways, ' ' but the haunts of the divinities themselves are 
apt to recede from the subsequent trail of dust. "It is not good, 
I am afraid, dear friends, to scatter people along roads and cover 
them with the dust of our wheels ; there is a corresponding scat- 
tering of our soul, and a covering of it with dust. " Whoever 
has the heart of the wanderer and loves spots on this earth, may 
join in the concluding prayer: "O benign divinity of places, 
grant us, as thy highest boon, to wander every now and then in 
the Enchanted Woods, between the hour of rising from our soli- 
tary work and the hour of sitting down to meat with our dear 
friends ! ' ' 



